P ractitioners have long used oral language sample analysis (OLSA) to assess spoken language. Its advantages are well known. OLSA should enhance diagnostic decision making for all clients. However, speech-language pathologists (SLPs) are most likely to use it to assess speakers for whom norm-referenced, standardized tests are either unavailable or inappropriate. Such speakers include very young children, with or without special needs, and speakers of minority languages and dialects. In some countries outside of the United States, exclusive OLSA use may be the norm rather than the exception-even for identifying impaired language users-because standardized tests are not available. In the United States, where such tests are plentiful, OLSA frequently complements diagnostic decision making, particularly when assessing speakers of minority languages and dialects (Horton-Ikard, 2010; Kemp & Klee, 1997) . But the efficacy of OLSA procedures has yet to be established across speech communities and levels of linguistic analysis.
The challenges to creating viable oral sampling procedures for assessing spoken language extend beyond the amount of time needed to collect, record, and analyze spontaneous speech. For this study, the authors focused specifically on the competencies assessed in such samples. The wide range of characteristics available for analysis of natural speech creates daunting selection tasks. Multiple issues must be considered. Therefore, what is possible to assess may not be practical, given the demand for time-efficient evaluations, and all observable verbal behaviors need not be helpful to a diagnosis. The limitations on human perception restrict what clinicians can observe easily in real time, even in a snapshot of natural speech. Focal behaviors also must be transparent and frequent enough to be observed reliably across the spectrum of persons who evaluate children.
Past Research on OLSA Assessment of African American Children
The authors of this study focused specifically on using OLSAs to assess young children in the United States who learn African American English (AAE) as a first language. Historically, such children have been overrepresented among those with spoken language difficulty relative to their percentage of the U.S. population, and research shows that they have achieved below-average scores on standardized tests of articulation (Cole & Taylor, 1990) , receptive vocabulary (Champion, Hyter, McCabe, & Bland-Stewart, 2003; Qi, Kaiser, Milan, & Hancock, 2006; Restrepo et al., 2006) , and grammar (Qi, Kaiser, Milan, Yzquierdo, & Hancock, 2003) . A new criterion-referenced test battery, the Diagnostic Evaluation of Language Variation-Screening Test (Seymour, Roeper, & de Villiers, 2003) , was designed to be a fair test for both AAE and Standard American English (SAE) speakers, but its norms do not apply to children who are younger than age 4 years. African American children with mean ages above age 4 years have been the participants in developing criterion-referenced screeners that combine OLSA with elicited language tasks (Craig & Washington, 2000; Washington & Craig, 2004) . To assess very young children, clinicians may need to rely on OLSA more often than expected.
In some OLSA studies, global language measures have been used, such as the mean length of utterance (MLU), number of different words (NDW), and percentage of consonants correct (PCC). Compared with their same-age peers without language delay, African American children with language delay have exhibited shorter utterance lengths (Craig & Washington, 2000; Oetting & McDonald, 2001; Washington & Craig, 2004) , smaller expressive vocabularies (Hart & Risley, 1995; Washington & Craig, 2004; Watkins, Kelly, Harbers, & Hollis, 1995) , and more unclear speech (Stockman, 2008; Pearson, Velleman, Bryant, & Charkom, 2009) . They also have performed below their same-age, typically developing peers on complex syntax (Craig & Washington, 2000) . Two or more of these global measures were included in an assessment battery for African American children (Craig & Washington, 2000; Washington & Craig, 2004) . Although this battery discriminated children with and those without language delay, it did not rely on oral language samples exclusively. Standardized tests were used and other tasks derived from research protocols such as answering wh-questions and repeating nonsense words.
In other studies, existing protocols were used to evaluate the language samples of African American children. Nelson and Hyter (1990) created a measure called Black English Sentence Scoring, or BESS, an adapted form of the Developmental Sentence Score (DSS; Lee, 1974) . The Index of Productive Syntax, or IPSYN (Scarborough, 1990) , yielded significant differences between typically developing 2-and 3-year-olds (Horton-Ikard, Weismer, & Edwards, 2005) . It is unknown whether IPSYN differentiates African American children with and without language delay at such young ages. It appears not to do so at age 6 years (Oetting et al., 2010) .
To date, the taxonomies for assessing African American children's spontaneous language have been used mainly with children ages 4 years and older, on average. An earlier diagnosis of language delay is valued, given that the prognosis for normalizing development should be better at younger than at older ages. Clinicians also may need to rely on OLSA to assess young speakers who do not respond reliably to standardized tests.
The Concept of a Minimal Competence Core
The current study continued the focus on taxonomies for assessing the spontaneous oral language of young African American children. Stockman (1996) proposed the concept of a minimal competence core (MCC) as a framework for creating criterion-referenced taxonomies to evaluate it. The MCC assumes that the typical speakers of a language share fundamental competencies, despite expected variability among speaking situations in the frequency and type of some language patterns used. Without common patterns, "communication across a broad range of speakers would not be possible or effortless" (Stockman, 1996, p. 358) . In principle, the repertoire of every typical speaker should include common competencies among the variable sets learned, and atypical speakers should lack one or more of them. In this view, the assessment goal is to determine whether a speaker is minimally competent or displays the least amount of shared knowledge to be judged as typical for a given age and speech community. It is the typical speaker with the least amount of language who is most likely to be misdiagnosed as atypical. This focus on least normal competence contrasts with the usual emphasis on average performance, as quantified often by mean scores on norm-referenced standardized tests.
An MCC may be identified by searching the spoken language corpora of typical speakers for common characteristics. However, it may be easier to identify potential competencies for younger than for older children. Young children must learn the major speech sounds and basic rules for forming words and sentences-the kind of properties that are acquired across languages and different dialects of the same language. The characteristics common to all or most typical speakers at a given age in a community can constitute an MCC.
Past Studies
Past studies suggest that the concept of MCC is a viable approach to oral language assessment for African American children. Stockman (1996) first described a core of patterns that differentiated seven typical 3-year-olds from the same-age child with diagnosed speech-language delay in Washington, DC. In that study, five to 15 core competencies were identified for each of four language domains: morphosyntax, semantics, pragmatics, and phonology. Two-hour samples of spontaneous oral language had been elicited and videotaped in children's homes as they interacted with a researcher and sometimes with family members or friends. The language samples singled out for analyses were based on picture book descriptions and free play using a racetrack and cars. The order and length of sampling events varied among participants, as did some stimuli used. Despite such differences, the seven typical 3-year-olds met performance criteria for a common competence core in each of four language domains. The morphosyntactic core included utterance length ≥ 2.70, elaborated simple sentences with subject-verbcomplement form, multiclausal sentences, and inflectional and noninflectional grammatical modifiers. The semantic core included nine categories created by the relational meaning of the subject, verb, and complement constituents in sentences (existence, state, locative state, action, locative action) and their modifiers. These modifiers coded specification, possession, time, and negation. The pragmatic core included the communicative functions for initiating and responding to comments and requests for objects, answers, and verbal repairs. The phonological core of 15 word-initial consonants, /p/b/t/d/k/g/m/n/ f/s/h/w/j/l/r/, included stops, nasals, fricatives, glides, and liquids.
These core competencies were not observed for the one child with atypical language. He met use criteria for just six of the 15 initial single consonants used by every child in the typical group. Much as his age peers did, this child used simple sentences most often, but they were shorter and less grammatically complex. Similarly, fewer semantic and pragmatic categories were coded.
In a later study, Schraeder, Quinn, Stockman, and Miller (1999) compared the effectiveness of OLSA with a standardized test for screening a multicultural Head Start population of 3-year-olds in Dane County, Wisconsin. African Americans composed 33% (N = 72) of the screening sample from which two groups of 30 children were randomly selected for study. Thirty children received an MCC analysis of their oral language samples. The 50-utterance samples were written down in real time as children talked during varied types of natural classroom interactions. Thirty other children were screened with a standardized test, the Structured Photographic Expressive Language Test-Preschool, or SPELT-P (Werner & Krescheck, 1983) . Failure to pass either screening resulted in a multidisciplinary assessment. Schraeder et al. reported that not a single one of the 30 children in the standardized test group passed the SPELT-P, and all were referred for further assessment. Comparatively fewer children (30%, n = 30) in the MCC-assessed group needed further evaluation. Followup assessment outcomes coincided with initial referrals for a larger percentage of the children screened with the MCC (78%) than with the standardized test (27%).
Two later studies (Stockman, 2008; Stockman, Karasinski, & Guillory, 2008) provided evidence for selective MCC competencies among 120 African American 3-year-olds in Lansing, Michigan, and Baton Rouge, Louisiana, hereafter referred to as the MI and LA cohorts, respectively. Uniform stimuli were used to sample children's spontaneous speech in three events that included picture book description and free-play activities. The samples averaged more than 200 response turns per child at each cohort location. Stockman (2008) showed that children were less likely referred for a speech sound evaluation when they met criterion for producing word-initial consonant clusters and 13 single consonants, m/n/p/ b/t/d/ k/g /w/j/f/s/h /, than when they did not. The pass and fail groups for both cohorts combined were most differentiated on two criterion measures: clinical/nonclinical status and the Percentage of Consonants Correct-Revised (PCC-R; Shriberg, Austin, Lewis, McSweeney, & Wilson, 1997) scores. Stockman, Karasinski, and Guillory (2008) used the same two participant groups and language-sampling conditions just described to study conversational repairs, a core pragmatic competence identified in Stockman (1996) . Children used the same strategies (e.g., repetition of a prior utterance) that have been observed for speakers of SAE.
These four studies provided favorable support for an MCC assessment but had limitations. The earliest two included either a small participant sample (Stockman, 1996) or one that was not exclusively African American (Schraeder et al., 1999) . Therefore, the findings had questionable generalization to larger groups of African American children. The naturalistic samples obtained in the home or classroom did not represent a typical context for diagnostic assessment by SLPs. The sampling stimuli and elicitation procedures also varied among participants, and neither study explored the potential criterion validity of MCC's pass/fail performance.
In the two later studies (Stockman, 2008; Stockman et al., 2008) , language was elicited from a larger number of African American children with more uniform sampling procedures than was true in the earlier studies. The researchers took steps to establish criterion validity by comparing MCC pass/fail status with performances on other indices of language maturity. Their focus on a single competence domain also yielded more detailed descriptions of targeted competencies than did the earliest studies of multiple domains. The emphasis on just phonology or pragmatics obviously excluded the morphosyntactic core, a vital area of oral language assessment.
The Current Study
There are reasons to expand the evidence for a minimal competence core of morphosyntax (MCC-MS) beyond those provided in the two earliest studies (Schraeder et al., 1999; Stockman, 1996) . These studies lacked the methodological advantage of uniform elicitation stimuli that were afforded more recent studies of other core competencies. Thus, the results may not be replicable. More viable evidence for the MCC-MS would further support the use of an MCC concept in different language domains. Practical efficiency is achieved when the same sample is used to assess different competencies. Language delay can affect one area and not another. For example, morphosyntactic delay can occur with or without phonological delay.
In efforts to provide more rigorous evidence for a morphosyntactic core, we found it advantageous to use the same data that were used in recent studies of an MCC for other language domains (Stockman, 2008; Stockman et al., 2008) . This strategy allowed us to control for participant and language-sampling variation that could influence the evidence for core features. These existing data also were robust enough to support descriptions of the original MCC-MS features that were underdescribed in previous studies; namely, the types of complex sentences and noninflectional modifiers used. Their use had been inferred from the elaborated sentences and categories of pragmatic and semantic relations described, as shown in Paul (2007) .
The more recent data allowed the current study to explore two other issues that affect the utility of a morphosyntactic core: the range of skills assessed in this core relative to the children's ages, and its generalization to different geographical locations.
Expanding the scope of the MCC-MS taxonomy. The MCC-MS identified in the earliest studies (Schraeder et al., 1999; Stockman, 1996) did detect risk for language delay in 3-year-olds and did so with no more than four or five competencies: utterance length, simple elaborated sentences, complex clauses, and inflectional or noninflectional modifiers. However, this core was first derived from spontaneous language samples of children who were 2;9-3;0 (years;months) and 10 months younger on average than the average age (M = 3;8) of the children used in the current study. Given the significant elaboration of grammar between ages 3 and 4 years (Owens, 2007) , the small set of original competencies based on younger children may not detect delay for older 3-year-olds, except in severe cases. In addition, the use of an older participant sample allowed us to explore other core competencies for the MCC-MS in the current study.
We identified additional competencies by exploring how sentences in the original study were elaborated. In that study (Stockman, 1996) , elaborated and nonelaborated sentences were distinguished, as were sentence and nonsentence use. But word inflections were the only source of grammatical sentence elaboration described. Nonsentences were not further described.
It is well known that, after children acquire the basic structure of simple English sentences, their capability to understand rules of grammar typically expands to include the following five basic and well-documented competencies in English grammar: (a) personal and neutral pronouns that replace nouns as subjects and objects in sentences, such as Tyrone or he saw Tausha or her; My foot or it don't fit that shoe or it; (b) simple verb complements with just a single noun phrase, such as Tyrone got my toy, or a prepositional phrase, such as Tyrone went to school; (c) complex verb complements that combine two or more different noun phrases, such as Tyrone got my toy at school; (d) a modified sentence structure that serves different communication goals, such as making imperative requests, __gimme my toy; negating the veracity of verbal messages, such as Tyrone don't got no toy; or asking questions, such as where my toy go; and (e) grammatically elliptic single words or phrases, such as three or three years old as answers to the question How old are you? These five sources of sentence elaboration and variation are documented in the literature on language development (Owens, 2007) and assessment (Miller, 1981; Paul, 2007) . Although the competencies are coded with both noncontrastive and contrastive AAE-SAE patterns, past studies have focused most often on African Americans' use of dialect-contrastive forms. Yet noncontrastive dialect patterns also can identify language delay (Seymour, Bland-Stewart, & Green, 1998) . The current study focused on broad patterns encompassing both types.
Geographical location. The MCC is expected to target language patterns that apply across different speaking situations and geographical locations. Indeed, separate studies have shown the use of a common morphosyntactic core by 3-yearolds in Washington, DC (Stockman, 1996) , and Madison County, Wisconsin (Schraeder et al., 1999) , despite different types of participant samples and language-sampling conditions. Geographical location has less often been investigated as a source of within-group variation among AAE speakers compared with such factors as age, socioeconomic status, and gender . Cultural and language differences between African Americans in the U.S. southern and northern regions, in particular, need to be recognized and considered more often in explanations of their academic performances (Morris & Monroe, 2009 ). Such regional differences have been reported in the rate of AAE use among elementary school-age children (Charity, 2007) with differential consequences for their written (Charity, Scarborough, & Griffin, 2004) , articulatory (Hinton & Pollock, 2000; Stockman, 2008) , and pragmatic performances. It is unknown whether regional differences exist in children's general morphosyntactic patterns-thus, one reason for the current study.
Research Questions
This focal study of a minimal morphosyntactic core aimed to answer the following questions:
1. Is the earliest minimal core of morphosyntactic competencies (Stockman, 1996) 
Method

Participants
Characteristics. Participants were 119 African American children (68 girls and 51 boys) who were enrolled in Head Start. They included only 3-year-old, native English speakers. Their age at language sampling averaged 43.7 months (SD = 1.8). Ethnic status was identified in Head Start records and verified by a parent's voluntary response to the invitation to participate in a study of African American children's language. All children met the Head Start admission requirement of below-average family incomes, as defined by the U.S. Head Start Act (42 U.S.C. 9840). At the time of this study, the qualifying income ranged from $8,500 to $28,650 for families with one to eight persons in the contiguous states and the District of Columbia. The children also presented risk histories related to health (15%) and environmental (more than 40%) threats to development and well-being that extended beyond economic poverty.
Participants lived in Lansing, Michigan, and Baton Rouge, Louisiana. The MI cohort included 68 children (27 boys and 41 girls) distributed at 18 Head Start sites. The LA cohort included 51 children (21 boys and 30 girls) distributed at 11 Head Start sites. Both cities are capitals of their respective states and regarded as small, with populations under 300,000. According to the 2000 U.S. Census, the median household incomes in 2001 were comparable for LA and MI at $33,814 and $34,475, respectively.
Selection procedures. We aimed to select typically developing participants with no previous diagnosis of speechlanguage delay. This information was obtained from Head Start records, teacher-administered developmental screeners, and the onsite screening of hearing, speech, and nonverbal cognition. Head Start teachers had administered the Denver Developmental Screening Test-II, or DDST-II (Frankenburg et al., 1990) , and Brigance Preschool Screener, or BPS (Brigance, 1985) , in the MI and LA cohorts, respectively. They used the ABILITIES scales (Simeonsson & Bailey, 1991) to rate six areas that included communication.
On-site screening was done by research assistants, who were undergraduate and graduate-student majors in speechlanguage pathology. The screening revealed that the children did not have obvious structural deformities of the body or oral cavity that could prevent adequate speech development. All children passed a standard four-frequency hearing screening at 25 dB bilaterally. No child scored more than 2 SDs below the mean of the screening battery for the Leiter International Performance Scales (LIPS; Roid & Miller, 1995) , a nonverbal cognitive screener. LIPS scores for MI, M = 106.8 (14), and LA, M = 102.4 (14), exceeded average IQ scores of M = 100 (15).
Head Start teachers judged most children to have typical speech. Of the 119 children who participated in the study, 77% (n = 92) were not targeted for clinical referrals. Of the remaining 27 children, 18 had received or were scheduled for a speech-language evaluation. The other nine children were likely referrals because a Head Start teacher, a parent, or both, suspected them of having a speech-language delay as supported by below-average scores on one or more developmental screeners identified above.
Language-Sampling Procedures
Participants were observed in the MI and LA cohorts during the same period, using identical sampling stimuli and activities, albeit different sets of examiners. Language samples were elicited at Head Start centers while a child interacted with one examiner. All except three of the nine female examiners (five in MI and four in LA) were African Americans. In the MI cohort, two were European American and one was biracial (African and European American). They all spoke SAE and were not required to speak AAE when talking to the children. Before data collection, we gave the examiners written guidelines for sampling language. They also received training on elicitation procedures and on-site supervision by an investigator during the sampling.
Eliciting language samples. Adult-child interaction was structured around a standard set of stimuli in three events, labeled as car, book, and doll. The car event focused talk around repetitive actions with a racetrack, cars, and other objects of various sizes, shapes, colors, and mobility that could be moved on the racetrack. The book event focused talk on 11 multiethnic pictures from two books, Let's Eat and Let's Play (Fujikawa, /1989a (Fujikawa, /1989b . These books depict children in commonly experienced eating (e.g., birthday party) and playing (e.g., swinging at a playground) scenes. The doll event focused talk on constructive, pretend play with an African American doll family of four and on wooden toy replicas of common objects for daily living and play. The stimuli included objects for toileting (bathtub and toilet), sleeping (bunk bed with blankets and pillows), eating (a table, chairs, cupboard), playing (swings, slide, and seesaw), and transporting (car and truck). Examiners were instructed to use all the stimuli to elicit at least 200 total response turns across the three events. The activities were typically presented in the order of car, book, and doll, which varied from most (car and book) to least (doll) prescribed structure. Both examiner and child competed in car racing, named and commented on pictures in the books, and manipulated objects during doll play. To promote spontaneous interactions, we did not provide examiners with a specific verbal script to follow. The strategies given for eliciting language included those commonly recommended for clinical practice, such as asking open-ended as opposed to yes or no questions. We also offered strategies for eliciting exemplars of some core competencies, particularly those that occur less frequently. For example, using two chairs instead of four chairs to seat the doll family created an opportunity to use sentence-embedded noun modifiers such as some and more, which code quantity and recurrence, respectively. Examiners varied the strategies they used. However, the uniform elicitation stimuli and events were expected to narrow the range of words and sentences used across children.
Recording and transcribing language samples. The elicitation protocol generated speech samples averaging 38 (SD = 5.9) min long. Each sample had been recorded using a Sony V-8 digital camera (model DCR-TRV310) and a backup Sony cassette audio recorder (Sony TCM 465V). The child wore an accessory lapel microphone (Sony-ECM-31).
Research assistants at each site orthographically transcribed, coded, and created digital language samples during multiple data passes. They included most of the examiners who had elicited the language samples, as described already. These undergraduate and graduate student SLP majors had some clinical practicum education and academic exposure to multicultural issues, oral language development, and assessment. Most (70%) were African Americans. All received written instructions and investigator-guided training on the transcription and coding conventions. Other assistants and an investigator cross-verified their transcriptions during multiple data passes for coding and analyses. The language samples were computer-stored and analyzed using the Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT; Miller & Iglesias, 2010 , Version 2010 .
Selecting samples for analysis. The transcribed samples averaged 221 (38) response turns (RTs) in LA and 313 (65) in MI. Comparable sample sizes were created by restricting corpora to 201 randomly selected RTs and no more than 67 each for the car, book, and doll sampling events. The entire sample was used for the five children with fewer than 201 RTs.
We used an RT unit to define the size of the analyzed corpora because it can be reliably identified (Stockman, 2010) . It allowed comparable sample sizes to be created across speakers without sacrificing individual differences in amount of talk, as this can differentiate typical and atypical speakers. Children with the same number of RTs still could differ in the number of utterances spoken, if some talked longer than others did on a single turn. Most RTs (M = 84%) for our young participants had just one communication unit. Longer turns were segmented into more than one unit using procedures described in the user manual for SALT analyses (Miller & Iglesias, 2010) , with one exception. Utterances with two clauses connected by a conjunction such as and or but were treated as single communication units and coded as multiclausal sentences. Such coordinated clauses express temporal (and), causal (so, because), and antithetic (but) relationships between coded events (Bloom, Lahey, Hood, Lifter, & Fiess, 1980) . The final data for the MCC-MS analysis consisted of 29,789 utterances across the 119 participants and 26,134 complete and intelligible utterances (hereafter referred to as usable ones). Individual corpora averaged 250.3 (SD = 45.3) total utterances and 219.6 (SD = 48.0) for analysis.
Data Coding and Analysis Procedures
First, we determined each child's pass/fail status on the MCC-MS. Second, we identified verbal and nonverbal criterion measures that best discriminated pass and fail status.
The MCC-MS Taxonomy Each child's language sample was analyzed in the five areas assessed by the MCC-MS: response length, sentence completeness, complexity, variation, and ellipsis. The 10 competencies included are described below and are identified in Table 1 .
Utterance/sentence length. The MLU was computed with a morpheme instead of a word count, using the conventions specified in the computer software for SALT, Version 2010 (Miller & Iglesias, 2010) . The morpheme count regarded bound-morpheme use, a core MCC-MS competence. The MLU m is highly correlated with the MLU count in words (Oetting et al., 2010; Rice, Smolik, Perpich, Rytting, & Blossom, 2010; Stockman, 2008) . Criterion: 2.70 ≥ based on all usable utterances in a random sample of 201 RTs or all usable responses in samples with fewer turns.
Two other morpheme-based MLUs were computed for comparison. One was based on a 50-utterance sample, which was applied in Stockman (1996) . A random number generator selected the initial utterance in the set of 50 consecutive, usable utterances that bridged two of the three sampling events. The other MLU was based on all usable sentences in the entire sample.
Sentence completeness. Utterances were regarded as complete sentences if they had a noun or pronoun subject plus one main verb with or without a complement, unless permissibly absent in mature AAE grammar. According to Martin and Wolfram (1998) , AAE's basic sentence structure has subject + verb + object form, like other English varieties. The verb's object or complement in AAE can be a noun, a pronoun, a preposition, or an adverb that occurs singly or in phrases.
The grammatically elaborated simple sentence with subject s + verb v + complement c , or SVC structure, exclusive of negation modifiers, was the signature competence to be met in the MCC-MS. Such sentences have three main constituents plus one or more modifying words, as underlined in these examples: he s ate v a lollipop c or word inflections, boy s eat/ing v lollipop c , or both, boy s eat/ing v a lollipop c . They included not only declarative sentences with the expected number and order of SVC constituents but also sentences with imperative requests, _ eat v that lollipop c , and interrogatives, what c you s eating v , in AAE and SAE. Elaborated simple SVC sentences were expected to occur more often than elaborated simple sentences without verb-object complements, boy s eating v ___ (SV), and those without constituent modifiers, boy s eat v and boy s eat v lollipop c (SS, or simplest sentence with unelaborated form). Criterion: 51% of all simple sentences had to be of the elaborated SVC type. Note. Asterisks (*) identify targeted competencies in Stockman (1996) . All four criterion sentences differed in their grammatical surface forms.
Sentence clausal complexity. Unlike simple sentences with one main verb and clause, as just described, complex sentences included more than one main verb, I like that but I don't got none. Five types were coded, using a taxonomy adapted from earlier studies (Craig & Washington, 1994; Jackson & Roberts, 2001 ): (a) simple infinitive with the same subject (e.g., I want to do that); (b) compound (e.g., I mon draw me a doll and play with toys); (c) subordinatelet(s) (e.g., Let's draw a picture); (d) subordinate-nonlet-a variety of sentences with dependent clauses, such as the infinitive with different subjects (e.g., I want her to play versus I want to play); the noninfinitive wh-clause (e.g., Tell me what he ate); the noun phrase complement (e.g., I know you ate it), and relative clauses (e.g., It's my ball you found); and (e) combined clausal complexity within the same sentence, such as subordinate plus infinitive and relative clauses (e.g., I know how to draw the ball that's on here). Sentences with concatenated forms such as wanna, gonna were coded as simple elaborated types. Criterion: four different multiclausal sentences with exemplars from any two of the five types identified above.
Sentence variation: Lexical level. Three lexical sources of sentence elaboration were described. The first source of lexical elaboration focused on sentence-embedded, word inflections on verbs, nouns, and adverbs, such as -ing, -s, and -er, as in eating, cars, and faster, respectively. Criterion: four different sentences with two exemplars for each of two different inflections.
A second source of lexical elaboration included freestanding lexical modifiers of nouns and verbs in sentences. The six types of noninflectional modifiers analyzed are coded in English with commonly used categories of words, which are differentiated by their semantic-syntactic relational meaning in sentences. They included five types of noun modifiers that code (a) specification (e.g., the, this, those); (b) possession (e.g., my, his, our); (c) attribution (e.g., red, big, little); (d) quantification (e.g., two, some, all); and (e) recurrence (more, another). They also included one verb modifier that codes time (e.g., still, already). These types of lexical modifiers are among the earliest grammatical morphemes to emerge during development (Owens, 2007) . They reference basic aspects of human experience and are likely coded in some form by all languages and dialects. Criterion: four different sentences with any two of the six modifiers described, each with two exemplars.
A third source of lexical elaboration included the use of the following personal pronouns in sentences as subjects, I, he, she, you, it, we, they, and objects, me, him, her, you, it, us, them. Criterion: four different sentences each with pronominal subjects and objects. Each set of four sentences included two different pronouns at the expected constituent location in sentences.
Sentence variation: Phrasal level. The focus was on just verb phrase complementation in sentences, which emerges earlier than noun phrases in the subject position of sentences (Miller, 1981; Owens, 2007) . In the current study, simple verb complementation referred to a single complement in sentences and consisted of a single noun and its modifiers, Tamara ate my lollipop, or a single prepositional phrase, Tamara ate at school. Criterion: four different sentences each with just a noun phrase and a prepositional phrase. Each set of four sentences included two or more different exemplars of the critical noun or preposition in phrases.
In contrast, complex complements combined two or more types of forms. A complement could include a sequence with a noun phrase or a pronoun plus a prepositional phrase (e.g., Tamara threw the ball to me; Tamara threw it to me; Tamara threw the ball to me in the park). The complex complement also could combine forms of the same type, such as two prepositional phrases (Tamara was in the park with her mama). Criterion: four different sentences with any number and combination of complements.
Sentence variation: Clausal level. Declarative sentences, which assert a message, included SVC constituents in normal or expected order. English grammar allows this basic sentence form to be modified to serve different pragmatic purposes. Imperative sentences omit the subject constituent if understood to be "you" when requesting an action (e.g., __gimme some; __stop that). Interrogative sentences add wh-words with or without altering constituent order when asking such questions as Where's mama going? Note that the main verb-"going," in this case-occurs at the end of the sentence. Green (2011) and others have pointed out that AAE child speakers often use noninverted forms with rising intonation with and without wh-forms, such as Mama not going? Alternatively, one can say, Mama not going where?
Any of the three types of sentences with embedded negative markers, such as not and ain't, were regarded as a fourth sentence type. Such sentences undergo a developmental progression that can begin with unembedded negation forms (Miller, 1981) . The rules for embedding them may vary with sentence modality and require double as opposed to single negation forms in AAE (cf. He don't got no car vs. He don't got a car). Criterion: four different declarative sentences with the expected number and order of SVC constituents without negation markers and four different sentences with one of the three sentence permutations: imperatives, interrogatives, or negatives.
Sentence ellipsis. This competence respected the fact that appropriate verbal responses are not always complete sentences. Speakers often omit words if their meaning is understood from a prior response, as is the case for answering questions. One may answer the question How old are you? by saying just a single word, three, or the phrase three-years-old. Such contingent, nonsentential responses to questions increase verbal efficiency by eliminating redundancy, and they require verbal comprehension of another's speech (Stockman & Kudsin, 2010) . Criterion: four different nonsentential responses to questions that were single words, phrases, or both.
Evaluating MCC-MS Performances
Children passed the screening if they met minimum performance criteria for all 10 core competencies. They did not pass if criteria were not met for one or more competencies. Criterion-met competencies represented stable emergence as opposed to mastery of grammatical patterns.
Rationale for MCC-MS passing criteria. The quantitative criteria used for utterance length and simple elaborated SVC sentences (as described earlier and in Table 1) were motivated by Stockman's (1996) original MCC study. A passing criterion equal to or greater than 2.70 in morpheme count was based on the shortest MLU observed in the original sample of typical participants. It placed a child at Brown's Stage III of grammatical morpheme development (Miller, 1981; Owens, 2007) . Because more reliable results are expected for longer than shorter samples (Gavin & Giles, 1996) , the passing MLU m criterion was based on all usable utterances in a sample instead of just 50 utterances.
The passing criterion for simple elaborated SVC sentences was 51% of simple sentences in a sample. The "simple majority" measure standardized the minimum criterion for predominant use of this sentence form, which had varied from 40% to 69% among typical children in Stockman (1996) , as compared with 7% to 46% for the SV and SS types.
The criteria for the remaining competencies followed the common practice of using a specific number of different exemplars, typically two to five, to evaluate emerging or productive use of a given language pattern. The current study's use of four different exemplars applied the criteria used in Stockman's (1996) original study of core competencies. This number of exemplars was just enough to infer nonaccidental (two different exemplars) and categorical (two different types of forms) use of a competence such as lexical inflections and pronominal subjects. A category minimally requires the conceptual grouping of two or more different entities with shared form. For example, more than one word inflection, such as -ing and -s, had to be represented among the four criterion sentences (e.g., racing, eating, cars, toys). Using -ing in four different sentence-embedded words-racing, eating, chewing, playing-is evidence for one, not two, different inflections, as categorical use requires. Other competence criteria were similarly motivated.
Coding the language samples. The language samples were coded by five research assistants at each cohort site, as previously described. Each sample's coding accuracy was verified during multiple data passes by different assistants and checked further for accuracy by investigators.
Noncontrastive and contrastive AAE and SAE forms counted as evidence for a core competence category. For example, mature AAE sentences allow absence of present tense copula -for example, The boy _ very hungry-a contrastive SAE pattern. It also allows past tense copula, as in The boy was very hungry (a noncontrastive SAE pattern). Both responses were counted as complete elaborated simple sentences, as were imperative sentences such as __ get off my track, in which the absent subject is understood to be "you" in both AAE and SAE. Sentences with double negation forms met criteria for negative sentences (e.g., He don't got no toys), and those with single forms (e.g., He don't got toys).
Sentences with developmentally immature morphosyntactic forms differed from both mature AAE and SAE patterns. For example, the use of she instead of her in Tausha got she ball was presumed to be developmentally immature and did not count as evidence for a possessive noun modifier. However, the same sentence could have counted as evidence for another core competence that matched mature AAE rules, such as the use of a complete sentence.
A single sentence could provide evidence for more than one core competence. For example, the sentence, he s licking v that lollipop c includes one exemplar of five competencies: an elaborated simple SVC sentence, a declarative sentence form, a pronominal subject (he), an inflectional (-ing), and noninflectional (that) modifiers.
Reliability of Observation
We did an external verification of the language sample transcriptions, morphosyntactic coding, and participant pass/fail status on the MCC-MS.
Language sample transcription. The reliability of orthographic transcription accuracy was based on a random sample of 15% of the participants (N = 119). For each child, samples of 75 RTs were selected from the analyzed data: 25 per car, book, and doll event. For each excerpt, the starting point in a transcript was randomly chosen. Then 25 consecutive, usable RTs were identified. This procedure yielded a total sample across children of 1,487 RTs and 1,765 utterances for the reliability analysis. The number of RTs and the number of utterances spoken per RT were verified by an American Speech-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA)-certified SLP who was blind to this study's goals. Point-topoint agreement with previous assignments averaged 97.4% (2.9) for RTs and 94.6% (3.3) for number of utterances.
MCC-MS coding. The interrater coding agreement was based on a random sample of 14 participants pooled across the LA and MI cohorts. These data were strategically chosen to represent the range of MCC-MS competencies analyzed. Two ASHA-certified SLPs separately coded 81 RTs totaling 101 utterances. They were distributed nearly equally across the car, book, and doll sampling events. Point-to-point, interrater agreements on the assigned morphosyntactic codes for 10 MCC-MS competencies averaged 93.5% (6.0) and 94.1% (6.5). Their agreement with each other averaged 90.4% (6.7).
Participant test-retest agreement. To obtain participant test-retest agreement in pass/fail status, two language samples were compared for 10% of the 119 participants. The samples were separated by 14 days on average. Participant selection was based on who could be conveniently rescheduled for a second language sample. Fortunately, this convenience sample included boys (n = 5) and girls (n = 7) with clinical (n = 4) and nonclinical (n = 8) referral status. Because identical words are not always used in different spontaneous speech samples, we focused on whether the two samples yielded the same pass or fail outcome for individual competencies. For the 10 core competencies targeted, the overall point-to-point agreement ranged from 80% to 100% and averaged 93.3% (8.9).
External Criterion Measures of MCC-MS Pass/Fail Status
A multivariate regression analysis determined which of 11 criterion measures best discriminated pass/fail status on the MCC-MS. In previous studies, these measures had yielded differences among African American children's language maturity, either directly or indirectly. They included one demographic variable-a northern cohort (MI) and a southern cohort (LA)-that was expected to differ in the rate or density of AAE use (Charity, 2007; Newkirk & Stockman, 2001 ). The four constitutional variables included gender , age (Owens, 2007) , clinical status (Craig & Washington, 2000; Oetting & McDonald, 2001) , and the racial composition of the examiners who elicited the language samples (Agerton & Moran, 1995) .
The six verbal measures included standard total scores on the Preschool-Language Scale-Third Edition (PLS-3; Zimmerman, Steiner, & Pond, 1992) . They were obtained at the time that the children's language was sampled. PLS-3 scores were significantly correlated (r = .65-.79) with those on PLS-4 (Zimmerman, Steiner, & Pond, 2002) . PLS-3's relation to a later edition is unknown.
For the remaining five verbal measures, we computed mean values with scores obtained from digitized SALT transcripts. These measures included the (a) number of different words in a 100-utterance sample, or NDW 100 (Craig & Washington, 2000 Shriberg et al., 1997) ; (c) number of usable utterances in a sample, given expected variation in amount of talk among children at different levels of language maturity (Leonard, 1998) ; (d) the rate or density of AAE-SAE contrastive, morphosyntactic feature use (Washington & Craig, 2002) ; and (e) the combined rate or density of AAE-SAE contrastive, morphosyntactic, and phonological feature use.
Three graduate-student research assistants at the MI site who were familiar with AAE identified the 13 morphosyntactic (e.g., copula absence) and 11 phonological (e.g., f /th substitution) constrastive features used. They are among commonly described AAE patterns in studies of southern and northern speakers, as compared in Oetting and Pruitt (2005) . Density computations were based on utterance counts after Oetting and McDonald (2002) . Point-to-point agreement averaged 92% (3.4) across all interobserver pairs for 12% (n = 120) of the sample.
Results
Data for each participant were stored in Excel files and analyzed using parametric and nonparametric statistical tests (SAS Institute, 2002, Version 9.1) and SPSS (2010, Version 19). Table 2 , columns 1 and 2, shows that the MI cohort (n = 68) had 17, or 25%, more participants than did the LA cohort (n = 51) and was significantly older by 1 month on average. No significant cohort difference was observed for gender, the number of verbal turns, or usable nonsentential responses. However, the MI cohort had significantly longer RTs and a larger number of total and usable utterances and sentences for analysis compared with the LA cohort, t(117) = 2.29-3.95, p ≤ .05 (two-tailed), d = 0.42-0.58. Group inequity was attributed partly to the LA examiners' use of more direct questions to elicit a language sample compared with the MI examiners, as discussed in Stockman et al. (2008) . Direct questions often elicit nonsentential responses (Stockman & Kudsin, 2010) . Nonetheless, data analyses could be done adequately with the more than 200 usable utterances and 100 sentences on average, as shown for each cohort. As noted already, a single utterance was used to analyze more than one MCC. Table 3 , columns 1 and 2, displays the percentages of all children who met performance criteria for MCC-MS competencies for each cohort. The first research question was answered by our observation that most children at the MI (88%-99%) and LA (88%-96%) locations met use criteria for the five competencies identified in Stockman (1996) : utterance length, sentence completeness in simple elaborated SVC form, sentence complexity, and inflectional and noninflectional modifiers.
Overall Distribution of Language Sample Characteristics by Cohort Location
MCC-MS Performances by Cohort Location
Separate follow-up analyses for the two quantifiable competencies, whose means are not tabled, yielded the following results. For utterance length, MLU m-all exceeded the minimum 2.70 criterion, averaging 3.36 (.61) and 3.54 (.69) for the MI and LA cohorts, respectively. This cohort difference was not significant, t(117) = 1.51, p = .865 (two-tailed). The other competence, simple-elaborated SVC sentences, was passed by 94%-96% of the children in each cohort and exceeded the 51% minimum criterion: M = 57.3 (10) and M = 53.1% (10) for MI and LA, respectively.
The second research question was answered by evidence that most children at the MI (96%-100%) and LA (92%-100%) locations also met use criteria for the five added core competencies in this study: sentence-embedded personal pronouns, simple and complex verb complementation, clausal variation, and sentence elliptic answers to questions (see Table 3 , columns 1 and 2).
The third research question was answered by evidence of no significant cohort difference in the mean percentages of children who met criterion for each individual competence in MI (96.5%, n = 68) and LA (94.0%, n = 51) cohorts. See Table 3 , columns 1 and 2.
MCC-MS Performances by Pass/Fail Status at Each Cohort Location
The analyses have focused so far on separate competencies and not on a child's aggregate set of competencies met. Thus, the fourth question was answered by observing that most children met use criteria for all core competencies in MI (88%, n = 68) and LA (82%, n = 51), but a few did not. Compare pass/fail groups in Table 3 (columns 3-6). The fail groups included eight (12%) and nine (17%) children in the MI and LA cohorts, respectively. The number of core competencies that these 17 children did not pass ranged from one to eight core, averaging 3.41 (1.91). The children differed from their respective pass groups in language sample characteristics (Table 2 ) and in the core competences met (Tables 3-5) . Table 2 , columns 3-6, shows no significant pass/fail group differences in gender, mean age, or mean number of verbal turns or nonsentential utterances used at either cohort location. Nonsignificant chi-square tests of independence ranged from .01 to .07, p = .89-.93, for gender. Nonsignificant t tests (two-tailed) at p ≥ .05 for age, the number of verbal RTs, and nonsentential utterances ranged from t = 0. 648, p = .69 to t = 1.87, p = .10 across cohorts, unequal variances assumed. RT length and number of total and usable utterances and sentences were significantly smaller for each fail group than pass group. Significant t tests (two-tailed) ranged from t (66) More utterances were excluded from the fail (16%-21%) than pass (10%-11%) groups because they were unintelligible, imitated, routinized, or grammatically indeterminant. These exclusions reduced the number of usable utterances for analysis below 200 for the fail groups but not for the pass groups. This observation justified inclusion of sample size as Note. See Tables 4 and 5 for the specific grammatical forms used to meet these competencies. Asterisks (*) identify new MCC-MS competencies. SVC = subject + verb + complement. a Note that 98% (MI, n = 60) and 93% (LA, n = 42) of each pass group met more stringent criteria by using four instead of two types of modifiers, each with two different words. Just 63% (n = 8) and 11% (n = 9) of their respective fail groups did so.
Pass/Fail Group Differences in Language Sample Characteristics
a criterion variable or covariant in other statistical analyses of pass /fail group differences. Table 3 , columns 3-6, shows that smaller percentages of each fail than pass group met criteria for most core competencies. The percentages ranged from 0% to 100% for the MI fail group (M = 69.0%) and from 33% to 100% (M = 67.0%) for the LA fail group. In contrast, 98% to 100% of their corresponding pass groups met use criteria for each core competence. As shown for each cohort, a t test of pass/fail group differences in these percentages of use was significant with robust effect sizes at d = 1.47 and 2.03. A one-way analysis of variance for the four group means was significant, F(3, 36) = 11.39, p = .001. The Bonferroni-adjusted, post hoc test exposed significant differences between the pass and fail groups but not between groups with the same status at different cohort locations.
Pass/Fail Group Differences on MCC-MS Competencies
The fourth question was answered further by descriptions of the patterns of pass/fail group differences on the MCC-MS. There were group differences in the percentages of children who met criterion performance levels on all competencies, except elliptic sentence responses to questions. Every child used single words and phrases to answer questions. Therefore, this competence was not described further. For the remaining competencies, separate cohort analyses revealed pass/fail group differences on sentence length, complexity, and type (see Table 4 ) and on the lexical, phrasal, and clausal elaboration of sentences (see Table 5 ), as described below. Taken together, the findings imply less well-developed language for the MCC-MS fail than pass groups.
Utterance/sentence length. Table 4 shows significantly longer utterances for the MCC-MS pass than fail groups for the MLU m based on all utterances, MLU m-all , a 50-utterance sample, MLU m-50 and just sentences, and MLU m-sentences. For each cohort, a separate 2 × 3 multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA), using number of usable utterances as the covariant, exposed significant differences between the pass and fail groups and among the three MLU measures within each cohort. The significant main effects for pass/fail group differences were for MI, F(1, 65) = 29.7, p = .001, h 2 = .314, and for LA, F(1, 48) = 13.8, p = .001, h 2 = .209. The significant main effects for MLU type were for MI, F(2, 130) = 27.3, p = .0001, h 2 = .30, and for LA, F(2, 96) = 21.7, p =.0001, h 2 = .31. Bonferroni-adjusted multiple comparisons of the three means showed that MLU m-all and MLU m-50 did not differ, but each one was significantly lower than MLU m-sentences . No significant group-by-length interaction or sample-length covariate effects were observed for either cohort. These values ranged from F(2, 130) = 0.352, p = .70 (MI) to F(2, 96) = 2.78, p = .07 (LA). For MLU m-all , the signature measure, each fail group's mean score was more than 1.5 SDs below its respective pass group in the same cohort.
Sentence clausal complexity. Table 4 shows that both pass and fail groups in each cohort used more simple than complex sentences. However, the fail groups used even more simple sentences than did the pass groups. Conversely, more complex sentences were used by the pass than fail groups. A 2 × 2 MANCOVA revealed a significant Group × Sentence interaction for MI, F(1, 64) = 4.99, p = .038, h 2 = .066, and LA F(1, 47) = 7.79, p = .008, h 2 = .14. Nonsignificant sample size covariants for total usable utterances and sentence ranged from F(1, 47) = 0.02, p = .87 (LA) to F(1, 64) = 2.26, p = .14 (MI). Simple sentence types. Among the three simple sentence types in Table 4 , those with elaborated SVC structure were used most often by both the pass and the fail groups in each cohort. They exceeded the 51% minimum criterion for both pass groups but just one fail group (MI). This sentence type accounted for fewer of the sentences used by the fail (50%-52%) than by the pass (67%-68%) groups, as shown. Instead, one or both fail groups used simple sentences with less complex grammatical structure (SS and SV) more often than did the corresponding pass group. This outcome was supported by the significant Group × Sentence interaction in a MANOVA for MI, F(2, 130) = 11.7, p = .001, h 2 = .15, and LA, F(2, 96) = 12.1, p = .0001, h 2 = .20. Nonsignificant covariates as number of utterances and sentences ranged from F(2, 96) = 0.199, p = .82 to F(2, 130) = 2.10, p = .13 for MI. For LA, one significant covariate, F(2, 94) = 4.0, p = .02, suggested that differences among its simple sentences were related to sentence frequency.
Complex sentence types. Table 4 shows that, at each location, larger percentages of the pass than fail groups used each type of complex sentence. In a 2 × 5 MANOVA, the pass/fail group difference was robust for MI, F(1, 64) = 36.9, p = .0001, h 2 = .37, and LA, F(1, 47) = 54.0, p = .0001, h 2 = .54. Both cohorts used some complex sentences more frequently (infinitives-same subject and nonlet subordinates) than others (combined complex clauses) as shown. But significant effects were not observed in either cohort for sentence type, a Group × Sentence interaction, or sample size covariants as total usable utterances and sentences, F(4, 256) = 0.276-1.41, p ≥ .23-.89 for MI and F(4, 184) = 0.42-1.89, p ≥ .12-.79 for LA. Nonsignificant effects most likely resulted from too few complex sentences used by the fail groups, coupled with their generally larger variances relative to the pass groups.
Lexical elaboration of sentences. Table 5 shows that such sentence elaboration included inflectional and noninflectional modifiers plus personal pronouns as subject and object constituents. In each category, some forms were used more often than others but with similar rank-ordered distributions for the pass and fail groups, as pooled across cohorts in a Spearman rho correlation analysis. The significant coefficients were R = .90, N = 8, p = .004 for inflections and R = .91, N = 14, p = .001 for noninflections. The types of forms observed are further described here.
For inflectional modifiers, the verb inflection -ing, which codes progressive time, and the noun inflection -s, which codes plurality, were used more often than the verb inflection -ed, which codes past tense. The "other" category was least often used. It included sentences with possessive and thirdperson singular -s and comparatives/superlatives -ly, -er, and -est.
For noninflectional modifiers, the largest percentages of children in both pass and fail groups used four of the six types of noun-modifying forms in sentences, as shown in Table 5 . These modifiers included articles and demonstratives, which code the semantic relations of specification and two types of adjectives, which code attribution, and possession. In the MI cohort, these four types of constituent modifiers were used by 90% to 100% of the pass group compared with 63% to 100% of the fail group. Smaller percentages (0%-80%) of both pass and fail groups used modifiers that code quantity, recurrence, and time. The LA cohort had similarly patterned data.
Personal pronouns were used as subjects in sentences by all, or 100%, of the children in the pass and fail groups of each cohort (see Table 5 ). Significantly smaller percentages (55%-63%) of the fail groups met criteria for pronoun objects in sentences compared with 98%-100% of each passing group, t(66) = 3.88, p = .0002 and t(49) = 4.53, p = .001, for the MI and LA cohorts, respectively.
Phrasal elaboration of sentences. The MCC-MS subcategorized only the simple verb complements, which included single noun phrases and prepositional phrases. Table 5 shows small pass/fail group differences in their percentages of use. They ranged from 88% to 100% and did not favor consistently greater use of noun or prepositional phrases. Less pass/fail group difference was observed on simple than complex complements, as described in Table 3 .
Clausal elaboration of sentences. In both cohorts, all, or 100%, of the children met use criteria for declarative sentences that excluded negation forms, irrespective of pass /fail status. Comparatively fewer children in the pass and fail groups did so for sentences with negation, imperative, and interrogative form. The latter two sentence types, in particular, were used less often even by the children who passed the MCC-MS, particularly in the LA cohort (see Table 5 ). This cohort difference may have reflected cultural variation in adult-child interactions or examiner experience with eliciting the language-sampling tasks. Examiners asked more questions in the LA than in the MI cohort . Such a directive-interactive style may not facilitate children's use of imperatives or interrogatives, which demand actions or answers from adult interlocutors. Nevertheless, the percentages of use for all four sentence forms were significantly and positively correlated for the cohort-combined, pass and fail groups in a Spearman rho rank-order correlation, R = .81, N = 8, p ≤ .05.
Predictive Analysis for Criterion Measures of MCC-MS Pass/Fail Outcomes
The fifth and final question posed for this study was answered by evidence showing that the MCC-MS pass/fail groups could be discriminated on other measures known to correlate with differences in speech-language maturity. This is one way to determine its criterion validity. The 11 predictors with categorical and continuous scales of measurement are, respectively, shown in Tables 6 and 7 for the MI and LA cohorts separately and combined, given their similar trends. Of the four measures with categorical scales of measurement (clinical referral status, gender, examiner race, and location), only clinical status yielded significant pass/fail group differences (see Table 6 ). Of the seven measures with continuous scales of measurement in Table 7 , just four (sample size, PLS-3 total scores, NDW 100 , and the PCC-R) had significantly higher means for the pass groups than for the fail groups. The effect sizes were moderate to robust, ranging from d = 0.75 to 1.60, as shown.
Neither dialect density measure differentiated the pass/fail groups within each cohort separately or combined. This was the case even though Table 7 showed higher AAE density for both pass and fail groups in the southern (M = 1.46-1.56) than in the northern (M = .969-1.07) cohort on the density measure that combined phonological and morphosyntatic features. This regional group difference (1.56 vs. .969) was significant for the two groups that passed the MCC-MS, t(100) = 5.01, p ≤ .001, but not for the two groups that did not pass, t(15) = 1.65, p = .116. The density measure for morphosyntax alone yielded no regional group differences in AAE use.
Regression analysis. A regression analysis determined which combination of measures optimized pass/fail group differences. The data for the pass groups combined both cohorts, as did the data for the fail groups, given their similar performances on the criterion measures. The initial model included all 11 measures shown in Tables 6 and 7 . It yielded a significant chi-square likelihood ratio, c 2 (11, 119) = 69.2, p ≤ .0001. The percent concordance of 98.3% indicated that the regression model was a good fit to the observed data. The stepwise regression analyses that followed involved successive deletions of individual predictors. The final model included two significant pass /fail predictors (MCC-MS): clinical status and NDW 100 (see Table 8 ).
These two predictors remained robust when the NDW 100 measure was treated as a dichotomous instead of a continuous variable, using a criterion score of 92 to differentiate pass and fail groups. This criterion score was 1.1 SDs below the mean NDW 100 score for both MCC-MS pass groups combined, M = 109.4 (16.2). Children who did not pass the MCC-MS were expected to score below 92, and those who passed it were expected to score at 92 or higher. This cutscore criterion was consistent with the common practice of using scores at 1.0 to 1.5 SDs below the mean of a test's norming group to identify language delay. The treatment of both NDW 100 and clinical status as dichotomous predictors of pass/fail status still yielded a significant chi-square statistic with Yates correction, c 2 (2, 119) = 23.3, p < .0001 (see Table 8 ). Children with NDW 100 ≥ 92 had 11 times greater odds of passing the MCC-MS than did those with scores below 92. Those without clinical referral status had 18 times greater odds of passing than did the referral cases.
MCC-MS sensitivity and specificity. Sensitivity (% MCC-fail cases accurately identified) and specificity (% MCC-pass cases accurately identified) were computed separately for the two significant predictors of MCC-MS status in the regression analysis: NDW 100 and clinical status. The overall accuracy of separating children with pass or fail status was 85% (101/119) for clinical status and 87% (104/119) for NDW 100. For each predictor, sensitivity was lower than specificity. Sensitivity was 76% and 71% (n = 17) for clinical status and NDW 100 , respectively. In the same respect, specificity was 86% and 90% (n = 102).
Discussion
This study was motivated by the broader issue of how to maximize OLSA's usefulness for assessing child speakers of AAE. The MCC-MS was chosen as a taxonomic guide for evaluating enough of a grammar to identify potential language delay in a larger and more geographically diverse sample than had been used in the earliest MCC studies of the morphosyntactic domain (Schraeder et al., 1999; Stockman, 1996) . In the current study, more than 90% of the 3-year-olds at each location met criteria for competencies described in the original and current versions of the MCC-MS taxonomy. Among the 14% (n = 119) of the children who did not pass the MCC-MS, most also performed more poorly than did those who passed it on criterion measures that have differentiated children at different levels of language maturity in other studies.
Participant groups differed mainly in MCC-MS pass/fail status and not in location. Language sample size differences did not account for the significant pass/fail group differences observed. The numbers of analyzable utterances and sentences were not significant covariants in most statistical analyses of group differences. In fact, the MCC-MS was passed by some children with fewer utterances than those who did not pass it. The language samples generally were large enough to show that the children often exceeded the minimum use criterion for a competence. For example, those who passed the MCC-MS, Note. The asterisk (*) denotes statistical significance at probability levels shown. EA = European American; AA = African American. Note. The t statistic relied on Sattherwaite's method with unequal variances. PLS-3 = Preschool Language Scale-3; NDW100 = number of different words in 100 utterances; PCC-R = Percentage of Consonants Correct-Revised; DDms+ph = dialect density in morphosyntactic + phonological features; DDms = dialect density in morphosyntactic features only. An asterisk (*) denotes significance. a Sample size refers to the total number of usable utterances in an analysis set.
96% (42) in LA and 98% (60) in MI, met criterion for four or more different noninflectional modifiers in sentences instead of just two, and 87% (119) of all children did so. It is remarkable that comparable performances were observed across children despite language sample differences in social interaction style and examiners at the two locations. We attribute the performance similarities to the MCC's focus on commonly used English patterns as opposed to just the contrastive AAE-SAE ones that are the usual focus of research. The relevance of these findings to clinical practice and future research is discussed below.
Relevance to Clinical Practice
Significance of normative data. These types of data are critical to identifying abnormal language users in clinical and research work. Horton-Ikard (2010) promoted the use of community-referenced data for assessing African American children. The current study adds to the data already available on them for a phonological core (Stockman, 2008) . More than 90% of the 3-year-olds met criteria for each competence in the MCC-MS at each geographical location. Such percentages were large enough to serve as preliminary norms for AAE-speaking children's use of some grammatical skills at this age. Most can be expected to have a sentence grammar that is elaborated at the lexical, phrasal, and clausal levels. Their grammars include AAE and SAE contrastive and noncontrastive patterns. Comparable performances at the northern and southern locations suggest that the MCC-MS is applicable to speakers who may differ in dialect density.
The value of this study's normative data is reinforced by its consistency with the findings of other studies. Differences between typical and atypical AAE speakers have been observed on some MCC-MS competencies in other MCCfocused studies (Schraeder et al., 1999; Stockman, 1996) and in those that were not (Craig & Washington, 2000; Seymour et al., 1998) . For example, complex sentences can differentiate the clinical and nonclinical status of AAE (Craig & Washington, 2000) and SAE (Tyack & Gottsleben, 1986) speakers.
Utterance length, a core competence, which was not met by many of this study's fail group participants, has been viewed as a useful measure of early expressive language in AAE (Craig & Washington, 2000; Craig, Washington, & Thompson-Porter, 1998; Horton-Ikard et al., 2005) and SAE (Eisenberg, Fersko, & Lundgren, 2001; Miller, 1981) . In this study, MLU differences between the MCC-MS pass and fail groups were observed whether based on a sample of 50 utterances, all utterances, or just sentences. So utterance length was generally constrained for children who did not pass the MCC-MS.
MLUs in this study compared favorably with the norms for a diverse sample of 3-year-olds, as reported by Rice et al. (2010) . In that study, the MLU m ranged from 3.89 (0.69) at 3;0-3;5 to 4.08 (0.67) at ages 3;6-3;11. Of 102 children who passed the MCC-MS in the current study, 85% had an MLU m based on 50 utterances in the typical range, when using a criterion of 1.5 SDs below the mean of the Rice et al. sample. All of the MCC-MS fail group scored below this level and would be regarded as atypical. In fact, all competencies in the MCC-MS have been included in other assessment protocols in some form or another across the years (Miller, 1981; Paul, 2007) .
Potential diagnostic utility of the MCC-MS. The diagnostic utility of any assessment procedure is judged by its differentiation of children who need clinical services from those who do not, the issue of normative data aside. To be worthy, few children with language delay should pass the MCC (false-negative errors), and few children without language delay should fail it (false-positive errors). An accuracy rate of 80% is a minimal standard, and 90% or higher is optimal (Meisels, 1989; Washington & Craig, 2004) . By these standards, our overall rates of 85%-87% were moderate for predicting MCC-MS pass/fail status from clinical status and NDW 100 and exceeded minimum standards. Although most children were accurately identified in the fail group, the less than optimal accuracy rate at 76% (n = 17) was likely influenced by a smaller sample size relative to the pass group (n = 102). Even one less typical child in the fail group would have yielded a higher sensitivity rate of 82%. The NDW 100 measure was similarly affected. However, its reduced accuracy rates of 71% and 76% were also likely due to the indirect relationship between lexical diversity and grammatical competence, except for utterance length. Nevertheless, the overall accuracy rate of ≥85% was high enough to encourage further research using larger participant samples with a definitive diagnosis of morphosyntactic delay.
The 85% overall accuracy rate for predicting MCC-MS pass/fail status from clinical referrals was nearly comparable to the 88% rate for the same children on the minimal competence core-phonetic/phonologic (MCC-PH) (Stockman, 2008) . But the MCC-MS had lower sensitivity to clinical status than did the MCC-PH (cf. 76% vs. 84%). We infer that it was easier for Head Start teachers to judge delayed articulation than grammar. Note. OR = odds ratio; CI = confidence interval. Asterisk (*) denotes statistical significance. a NDW 100 = number of different root words in 100 utterances as continuous and categorical variables.
In addition to providing a specific taxonomy for analyzing language samples, this study offers quantitative criteria for screening African American children's oral language on frequently used global measures that are analyzable with digitized samples (Price, Hendricks, & Cook, 2010) . A post hoc analysis, which included pass/fail outcomes on the MCC-PH (Stockman, 2008) for the same participants in the current study, showed that clinical referrals for speechlanguage services were least likely for 3-year-olds with the following profile: (a) an MLU m ≥ 2.70 in samples of 50 or more utterances, (b) an MLU m ≥ 3.5 on all sampled complete sentences, (c) an NDW 100 scores ≥ 92, and (d) a PCC-R score ≥ 70. All four criteria were met by 86% (n = 92) of children without clinical referrals compared with 19% (n = 27) with them. Of 79 children who met all four criteria, 99% also passed the MCC-MS and MCC-PH.
Implications for Future Research
This study's predictive outcomes for the MCC-MS should be replicated in future studies. Its criterion validity may be improved by preselecting children with a confirmed diagnosis of morphosyntactic delay as opposed to relying on clinical referrals, as was done in the current study. It is also reasonable to expect a protocol that encompasses noncontrastive AAE-SAE patterns to be useful for assessing children who are not AAE speakers, inclusive of those who acquire languages besides English. Future studies of any group can determine whether the focus of the current MCC taxonomy on global language patterns are more effective for screening children before than after the age of 3;4, the youngest participant age in this study.
Most participants used a common morphosyntactic competence core despite variability in their oral language samples. Future studies also may show that the competencies targeted by the MCC-MS can be evaluated with shorter and more efficiently elicited language samples than were used in the current study.
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